By Curtis in the Festuca Jluitans, and by others in the Avena elatior, || and in the family of palms.f.
of a violet-brown or brownish-purple colour, and curved towards the extremities, which are commonly tapering. To the naked eye its surface appears uniform, but when viewed through a microscope it is found to be sprinkled over with sparkling white dots, translucent and angular. Sometimes it is entirely covered with a grayish mealy powder, arising from the puncture of an insect, which transfers some portion of the substance of the grain to the surface.
It is firm, hard, and fragile when dry; soft, flexible, and tough when moist; emitting in the former instance, a heavy mawkish smell, in the latter, the odour of mouldiness.
It breaks with a clear transverse fracture, and the newly separated parts have a bright almond-like structure, over which is shed a faint blush of pink. When split longitudinally, little scales or lamellae are often found, covering oblong cavities, each cavity usually terminating in a cul de sac, being rarely continued to the surface. These little canals are branched, and filled with a grayish dust, interspersed with a number of shining granules.
Ergot of rye has a nauseous acrid taste, leaving in the mouth a slight, but disagreeable sensation of warmth.* When kept in a moist atmosphere, it becomes soft, enlarges slightly, and is extensively preyed upon by insects ; the outer covering acquires an intense blackness, and the active property of the drug is gradually impaired and lost. . It is said that after having been twice subjected to dampness and dried again, it is no longer punctured by insects, but remains permanently enlarged. If reduced to powder before exposure to moist air, it very readily grows damp, and spoils much sooner than when exposed in the whole state, being in a few days completely covered with animalculse. Roll sulphur has been suggested as a preservative ; but I have never been able to discover the least advantage in its employment. Camphor has also been advised, and with much more propriety, for if intermixed with even powdered ergot, it completely prevents the formation of animalculse ; but the particles become moist, semi-pellucid, and mouldy, the activity of the substance at the same time diminishing. It is, however, best preserved in a warm dry place, after having been wrapped in absorbent paper, and secured in a wellstoppered bottle.
As it is important to distinguish between a good and a bad specimen, it may be observed, that if the ergot be clear and smooth upon the surface, not This physician learned from a lady, whose charitableness was often exercised in attendance upon those who were suffering from the diseases consequent upon eating ergotted bread, that the dogs to which she had given some of this bread the day before, would not leave the yard, and that two days afterwards, a couple of them were found dead. The others would also have died had the poisonous food been continued, the ill effects of which ceased only after many days use ofgood and nutritious diet. This lady further asserted, that the ears and feet of a pig had fallen off, from eating twentyfour bushels of barley, which had a notable intermixture of ergot. The former will be subdivided into three orders, comprising solutions of different degrees of strength, which will be particularized in each respective trial. The latter will form two subdivisions, embracing large and single doses, to determine the direct effects of the drug; and small continued ones, to illustrate its eventual or remote influence upon the animal system. Injection of Ergot into the Veins.?Expt. I.?Three-quarters of an ounce* of ergot of rye were infused in three ounces of water, f slowly evaporated until only half an ounce remained, which, after filtration, was injected into the right external jugular of a bull-terrier bitch, weighing seventeen pounds. She cried and struggled violently on receiving it, the urine flowing in a full stream, the pupil dilating immediately, the pulsations of the heart being too rapid to be counted. In four minutes its action was much diminished in force and frequency, and general muscular flaccidity prevailed, with slight quivering of the whole frame. In another minute the heart again beat with singular rapidity and force, during which complete opisthotonos came on. After the lapse of another minute and a half, she cried in a plaintive tone, the heart beat slowly and laboriously, the breathing was remark-* Whenever the word ounce is used throughout this treatise, it implies an ounce apothecaries' weight.
f My mode of preparing this solution, whether for physiological or obstetrical purposes, consists in mixing the ergot, previously reduced to a fine powder, with cold water, and slowly heating it until near the boiling point. At the temperature of about 200* it is maintained for a few minutes, then poured into a strainer, and forcibly squeezed whilst hot. As the active principle of ergot is volatile, its aqueous solution should never be allowed to boil. ably slow and profound, and under these symptoms the animal died, in exactly nine minutes from the period of injection.
Autopsy.?All the muscles of voluntary motion retracted from the knife. The heart was firm and rigid, but insensible to galvanism, whether transmitted, or from a closed circuit. The right cavities contained venous, and the left ventricle, arterial blood.
The lungs had a natural appearance, but the trachea was lined with abundance of frothy mucus. The intestines were contracting vermicularly when exposed, and, as well as the stomach, had a natural appearance throughout. The other abdominal viscera were apparently healthy. The mouth was very livid and frothy; the pupil was dilated, and the conjunctiva reddened. The dura mater was slightly injected, but the other membranes of the brain and its substance exhibited nothing remarkable. The spinal chord was exposed throughout its whole extent, but it displayed no evidences of alteration.
Eocpt. II.?I intended to inject a strong solution of an ounce of ergot into the jugular vein of a shepherd's dog, weighing twentyfour pounds; but when the first syringeful had passed, which did not contain above half the quantity, excessive spasmodic action ensued, with dilatation of the pupil and discharge of feces. In three-quarters of a minute the convulsions had ceased, and there was only to be observed the most perfect helplessness and flaccidity of the limbs, with a quick and feeble pulse. This state continued through the further period of half a minute, when very slight tremor of the muscles of the hind and fore-legs succeeded, accompanied with a drawing down of the lower jaw, and perfect emprosthotonos. The motion of the heart was now very slow and intermittent; the emprosthotonos, with an occasional convulsive sigh, continued until four minutes and a half from the commencement, when all signs of life were gone.
Autopsy.?The pectoral muscles contracted remarkably when cut.
The heart was quite still, but, after having been incised, began to pulsate, and continued to do so for sixteen minutes. Its right cavities contained venous, and its left ones arterial blood.
The thoracic and abdominal viscera were natural. The passed over, his breathing continuing to be heavy and laborious, the action of the heart being quick and violent. He was perfectly unconscious, the eye was fixed and insensible to the touch, feeling, indeed,'was quite gone; for punctures made in different parts of the body furnished no indications of suffering. In twenty minutes the heart began to falter, respiration diminished in frequency until it became unobservable, and in this state he continued without any alteration, until two hours and a quarter from the first injection, when life became wholly extinct.
Autopsy.?All the voluntary muscles were sensible to galvanism, as also the auricles, but not the ventricles of the heart. The latter organ was flaccid, containing venous blood in all its cavities. The lungs were dark-coloured and engorged, and the bladder was excessively distended with urine. The other viscera were natural. The membranes of the brain were slightly injected, and both lateral ventricles contained a little serous fluid, slightly coloured. A similar effusion was found upon the surface of the brain. I could discover nothing unusual in the spinal chord.
Eocpt. IV.?A solution furnished by half an ounce of ergot in three ounces of water, was slowly injected into the femoral vein of a large bull-terrier bitch, weighing twenty-three pounds. About half an ounce of the fluid was propelled at once, to each of which injections the system answered by very increased arterial action, and quick, hurried respiration. The first injection also produced violent convulsive movement of the whole body, but the hind-legs 3*2*2 Mr Wright on Ergot of Rye.
were chiefly affected. The urine and feces flowed abundantly, and the animal cried in a plaintive and agonized tone. The convulsions lasted for about three minutes, when the dog became still, the whole frame relaxed, being totally insensible to pain. The pupil was dilated and motionless, the action of the heart scarcely audible, the respiration slow and profound. In eight minutes, the pulsations of the heart became distinct, and the respiration was hurried and difficult. In four minutes more sensibility returned to the anterior part of the body, and the animal stirred its forelegs ; the posterior extremities remained motionless and insensi- Eocpt. XVII.?Twenty-four drachms of ergot in fine powder were infused in five ounces of water, and when tepid the whole mass was injected through a gum-elastic tube into the stomach of a terrier bitch, weighing fifteen pounds, the gullet being tied immediately afterwards. In about seven minutes she began to evince signs of uneasiness, whining piteously, and drawing up her legs. In twelve minutes she made the first effort to vomit, and continued to do so with evident indications of suffering for above quarter of an hour, when these symptoms were succeeded *by calmness and lassitude. During the greater part of the time in which vomiting prevailed, she was lying on her belly, and was therefore not disturbed; but on the cessation of the sickness, it was found that she was unable to rise, and on being lifted upon her legs, she maintained the position with difficulty, and in a few seconds fell. The pupil was contracted, the conjunctiva reddened, an abundance of saliva issued from the mouth, and the breathing was slightly stertorous. In eighteen minutes further, spasmodic twitchings of the hind-legs came on, the abdominal muscles next, and those of the fore-legs subsequently participating. During the prevalence of this spasm hiccup appeared, which lasted for a short time, and on its cessation, the animal began to whine and exhibit other indications of pain and torture. At this time, three-quarters of an hour from the commencement, the heart became intermittent in its beats, and its pulsations, at first rapid, were slow and feeble. Urine and feces were abundantly evacuated, and slight emprosthotonos appeared, with desire to vomit. At the expiration of an hour these symptoms subsided, leaving the animal weak, flaccid, and motionless. She continued to froth at the mouth, the pupil remained contracted, the eye fixed, and, except when touched, not influenced by passing circumstances. In two hours and three-quarters from the commencement, the ligature was removed from the gullet. The extremities were now growing cold, the spasms had subsided, and nothing but slight tremor upon inspiration was discoverable. Respiration was very slowly performed, and insensibility much diminished; for when pricked she manifested no uneasiness, and a deep incision was required ere its influence was acknowledged with a groan. At the end of five hours, nothing of further importance having transpired, she was left for the night, and on entering the stable on the following morning she was found to be dying. The pupils were di-
